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NOTES ON THE DECLINE OF THE DUG·OUT CANOE ON
 
LAKE ALBERT
 
by 
D. A. CADWALLADR* 
(formerly Regional Fisheries Officer, Lake Albert Region, Masindi) 
CADWALLADR AND STONEMAN drew attention to the fact that dug-out canoe 
construction had ceased around the shores of Lake Albert by 1963. Up to this 
year, however, dug-out canoes were probably still landing the largest proportion 
of the commercial fisheries catch on the lake, and its associated waterways. It is 
only since this time that the catch from dug-outs has declined. and currently 
the commercial fisheries of the lake are based predominantly on motorised plank­
ed canoes. 
In 1966. a few dug-outs were still being built in West Nile at Rhino Camp. 
and at places a considerable distance from the Albert Nile towards Arua. The 
large trees suitable for the manufacture of this type of canoe, however, were at 
that time getting difficult to obtain. leading to a decrease in the numbers being 
built annually. 
Hunter, in an excellent description of dug-out canoe types. costs. etc., on 
Lake Albert. points out the influx of dug-out cannoes from the Congo shore in 
recent years, brought across by Congolese refugees. 
With the limited life of this type of canoe of about 20 years if maintained 
carefully, and the growing development of the fishehes making them uneconomic 
to operate commercially, it is inevitable that the dug-out will be completely super­
ceded by the far more efficient motorised canoes in the near future. The 
relatively expensive planked canoes. at Shs. 4.500 each (in 1970) for the larger 
type, are considered too large a capital investment to offset against the risk of 
confiscation whilst poaching mainly for crocodile along the Murchison Nile within 
the Murchis.m Falls National Park. Dug-outs are used almost exclusively in this 
illegal occupation, and each year regular numbers are removed .from the total on 
the lake by destruction on confiscation by the Park Authorities, which is accelerat­
ing the disappearance of the canoe. 
The present paper describes the data available from various sources relating 
to the numbers of dug-outs on the lake, and the Albert Nile in the 1950s and 60s. 
and discusses their replacement by planked canoes during this period. It is 
intended that it should present a basis for comparison with developments in the 
commercial fisheries as they occur in the area in the future, and possibly on other 
lakes where the dug-out is still in use. 
Despite the difficulties in obtaining suitable trees facing the dug-out canoe­
makers in the late 1960s. the decline in the numbers manufactured and their 
relative importance in quantity of fish landed. can be traced from the time of the 
increased use of planked canoes on the lake commencing in about 1956. In 1957. 
planked canoes known as "Kabalegas" designed for motor propulsion were intro­
duced on the lake. the design of which had been sponsored by the Uganda 
Fisheries Department. and the construction developed at the Kabalega Technical 
School, Masindi, where a boat-building course had, two years previously, been 
• Present address: The Nature of Conservancy. "Roughmoor", Bishop Hull, Taunton, 
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:i n t r o d u c e d  i n t o  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m .  T h e  c o u r s e  h a s  c o n t i n u e d  w i t h o u t  i n t e r r u p t i o n  
s i n c e  t h i s  t i m e ,  a n d  i s  n o w  b a s e d  a t  t h e  F i s h e r i e s  T r a i n i n g  I n s t i t u t e  a t  E n t e b b e .  
a f t e r  m o v i n g  t h e r e  i n  1 9 6 8  f r o m  t h e  K i c h w a m b a  T e c h n k a l  S c h o o l  n e a r  F o r t  P o r t a l  
w h e r e  i t  w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  a f t e r  t h e  M a s i n d i  s c h o o l  c l o s e d  i n  1 9 6 1 .  
W h i l s t  t h e  K a b a l e g a  c a n o e  i s  n o w  b y  f a r  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  p l a n k e d  c a n o e  
o n  t h e  l a k e ,  a  f e w  p l a n k e d  " S e s s e "  c a n o e s ,  t r a d i t i o n u l  t o  L a k e  V i c t o r i a .  a n d  a  
n u m b e r  o f  p l a n k e d .  f l a t - b o t t o m e d  c a n o e s .  i n t r o d u c e d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 5 0 s  f r o m  K a ­
s e n y i  i n  t h e  R e p u b l i c  o f  C o n g o ,  a n d  k n o w n  a s  " C o n g o  B a r q u e s " ,  a r e  a l s o  i n  u s e .  
A  f e w  o f  t h e s e  t w u  t y p e s  a r e  p r o b a b l y  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  c a n o e s  
l i c e n s e d  o n  t h e  l a k e  f r o m  1 9 5 1  t o  1 9 5 6 .  w h i c h  o t h e r w i s e  w e r e  a l l  d u g - o u t s  ( s e e  
T a b l e ) .  T h e  r e p l a c e m e n t  o f  d u g - o u t s  b y  t h e s e  p l a n k e d  c a n o e s  w a s  a t  f i r s t  s l o w .  
a n d  S t o n e m a n  h a s  d i s c u s s e d  t h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  d i f t l l . : u l t i e s  i n  c o n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  
m a i n t e n a n c e ,  w h i c h  f a c e d  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e s e  i m p r o v e d  f i s h i n g  c r a f t .  
D e s p i t e  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  f a c i n g  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  p l a n k e d  c a n o e s  i n  t h e  f o r m  
o f  b u i l d i n g  u p  a  p o o l  o f  t r a i n e d  b o a t - b u i l d e r s  w i t h  s u f f i c i e n t  c a p i t a l .  a n d  t h e  
d i f f i c u l t y  i n  t h e  s u p p l v  o f  s u i t a b l e  m a t e r i a l s .  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  K a b a l e g a  i n  
1 9 5 7  c a m e  a t  a  t i m e ·  w h e n "  e c o n o m i c  a n d  s o c i a l  f a c t o r s  w e r e  f a v o u r a b l e  f o r  i t s  
s u c c e s s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i n  1 9 5 2  a  d e m a n d  f o r  f i s h  i n  A c h o l i  w a s  u n a b l e  t o  b e  
s a t i s f i e d  b e c a u s e  o f  p o o r  r o a d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  h i g h  c o s t  o f  t r a n s p o r t .  
T n  1 9 5 5  t h e  M a s i n d i  t o  P a r a a  r o a d  a n d  t h e  r o a d  f r o m  P a r a a  t o o t h e  P a k w a c h (  
G u l u  w e r e  c o n s l r u c t e d .  W i t h  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  r u a d  f r o m  B u t i a b a  t o  Ndan~ 
d a m i r e ,  n e a r  t h e  s i t e  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  i m p o r t a n t  f i s h i n g  v i l l a g e  o f  W a n s e k o ,  w h i c h  
c o n n e c t e d  w i t h  t h e  P a r a a  t o  M a s i n d i  r o a d .  n e w  m a r k e t s  w e r e  c r e a t e d ,  a n d  e x i s t i n g  
o n e s  e x p a n d e d  t o  m e e t  t h e  d e m a n d  f o r  f i s h  w h i c h  h a d  d e v e l o p e d  w i t h  i m p r o v e d  
s o c i a l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  t h e  t i m e  i n  t h e  A c h o l i  h i n t e r l a n d .  S i m i l a r l y ,  
a f t e r  3 0  y e a r s  c l o s u r e  b e c a u s e  o f  s l e e p i n g  s i c k n e s s  r e g u l a t i o n s .  t h e  s o u t h e r n  w a t e r s  
o f  t h e  l a k e  w e r e  r e - o p e n e d  i n  1 9 5 3 .  a n d  i n  1 9 5 6  t h e  m a j o r  f i s h i n g  v i l l a g e  o f  N t o ­
r o k c  w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  w h e n  t h e  f i s h i n g  c e n t r e  o n  m u d - f l a t s  i n  t h e  p a p y r u s  s w a m p  
a t  R  w e n g a r a  w a s  f o u n d  t o  b e  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y .  M a j o r  t r a d i n g  o f  f i s h  f o l l o w e d  b e ­
t w e e n  " ! t o r o k o  a n d  K a s e n y i .  u n t i l  1 9 6 1  w h e n  t h e  r o a d  w a s  c o n s t r u c t e d  t o  t h e  
v i l l a g e  c o n n e c t i n g  i t  w i t h  B w a m b a  a n d  F o r t  P o r t a l ,  g i v i n g  f r e s h  i m p e t u s  t o  f i s h  
m a r k e t i n g  f r o m  t h e  v i l l a g e .  
B y  l a t e  1 9 5 7 .  t h e  f i r s t  o f  t h e  t r a i n e d  h o a t - b u i l d i n g  a p p r e n t i c e s  h a d  s e t  u p  i n  
b u s i n e s s  a t  W a n s e k o ,  a n d  s t a r t e d  t u r n i n g  o u t  K a b a l e g a  c a n o e s  i n  i n c r e a s i n g  num~ 
b e r s ,  w h i c h  h a s  c o n t i n u e d  u p  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  t i m e .  T h e s e  d e v e l o p m e n t s  a r e  r e f l e c t ­
e d  i n  t h e  s h a r p  r i s e  i n  t h e  1 9 5 6  c a t c h  f r o m  7 . 1 6 6  t o  1 0 . 3 4 8  t o n s  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  
y e a r .  T h e  w e i g h t  o f  f i s h  e x p o r t e d  t o  t h e  C o n g o  f e l l  b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t w o  y e a r s .  
c o n f i r m i n g  t h a t  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  w e i g h t  i n  t o t a l  c a t c h  a n d  m o r e  h a d  r e a c h e d  
m a r k e t s  i n  U g a n d a .  S i m i l a r l y .  i n  1 9 5 3 .  t h e  m o r e  e f f i c i e n t  g i l l - n e t t i n g  h a d  s u p e r ­
c e d e d  s e i n e - n e t t i n g  i n  i m p o r t a n c e ,  t h e  l a t t e r  m e t h o d  b e i n g  i n t r o d u c e d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  
1 9 4 0 5  w h e n  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  f i s h e r i e s  c o n t r i b u t i n g  m a i n l y  t o  t h e  e x p o r t s  t o  t h e  
C o n g o  w a s  f i r s t  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  l e a d i n g  t o  l a r g e r  c a t c h e s  a n d  a  m o r e  e c o n o m i c  r e t u r n  
o n  i n v e s t m e n t  i n  t h e  f i s h e r i e s .  
>  
T h u s ,  w i t h  t h e  o p e n i n g  o f  r o a d s ,  p r o d u c t i o n  o n  t h e  l a k e  i n c r e a s e d  t o  m e e t  t h e  
d o m e s t i c  d e m a n d .  T h e  T a b l e  s h o w s  t h e  d a t a  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  c a n o e s  
o f  v a r i o u s  t y p e s  O i l  t h e  l a k e  a n d  i t s  a s s o c i a t e d  w a t e r w a y s .  O w i n g  t o  t h e  v a r i o u s  
<  
m e t h o d s  u s e d  i n  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  d a t a  o v e r  t h e  y e a r s  s h o w n  i n  t h e  T a b l e ,  a n d  
t h e  e r r o r s  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  m e t h o d s  o f  r e c o r d i n g  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  c a n o e s ,  s t r i c t  com~ 
p a r i s o n s  f r o m  y e a r  t o  y e a r  a r e  n o t  p o s s i b l e .  T h e  d e f i n e d  g e u g r a p h i c a l  n a t u r e  o f  
t h e  a r e a  a n d  t h e  w e l l - d e m a r c a t e d  s h o r e - l i n e  o f  t h e  l a k e ,  h o w e v e r ,  f a c i l i t a t e  a  
r e l a t i v e l y  a c c u r a t e  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  t h e  c a n o e s  b y  m o s t  m e t h o d s ,  a n d  i t  i s  p r o b a b l e  
t h a t  t h e  d a t a  g i v e s  a  r e l i a b l e  p i c t u r e  o f  t r e n d s  i n  t h e  f i s h e r i e s .  I n  1 9 5 6  t h e r e  w e r e  
7 0 0  c a n o e s ,  a l m o s t  a l l  dug~outs. l i c e n s e d  o n  t h e  l a k e ,  w h i l s t  a n  a e r i a l  s u r v e y  i n  
1 9 6 0  o f  t h e  l a k e  a n d  A l b e r t  N i l e  s h o w e d  t h a t  t h e r e  w e r e  8 4 5  d u g - o u t s  a n d  1 6 6 
  
p l a n k e d  c a n o e s  p r e s e n t  ( c o r r e c t e d  i n  t h e  T a b l e  t o  9 3 0  a n d  1 8 3 .  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  a s  i t 
  
w a s  t h o u g h t  a t  t h e  t i m e  t h a t  t h e  d a t a  w a s  1 0  p e r  c e n t  l o w ) .  T I , e  1 8 3  p l a n k e d 
  
1 2  
c a n o e s  r e p r e s e n t  a l m o s  
b e t w e e n  t h e  s u r v e y s .  1 1  
o c c a s i o n  t h e  n u m b e r s  
s u r p r i s i n g  f o r  p l a n k e d  
s h o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  r e a d  
t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  p r u b ,  
o b s c u r e d  f r o m  t h e  a i r  
c e n t  o f  t h e  r i v e r ' s  surf~ 
d i s c r e p a n c i e s  w e r e  r e v i  
f i g u r e s .  h o w e v e r ,  a r e  t  
o f  s u r v e y i n g  f r o m  a n  ~ 
a l l  t i m e s .  A s  t h e  1 9 6 6  
f o r  c a n o e s  s i n c e  dug~ol 
o n  t h e  l a k e  a n d  t h e  ; .  
a n y  f o r m  o f  s u r v e y ,  m  
w h i c h  o p e r a t e d  i n  t h e  
t h e  2 6 8  m o t o r i s e d  p i a l  
d u g - o u t  i n  i m p o r t a n c e  
a t e d  f r o m  t h e  laBuing~ 
t i m e s  m o r e  e f f i c i e n t  t l  
o u t  e q u i v a l e n t s  o f  t h e :  
p r o b a b l y  g r e a t e r  t h a n ,  
e q u i v a l e n t  o f  t h e  p l a m  
t o t a l  o f  1 . 2 3 5  d u g - o u t s  
T h e  1 9 7 0  s u r v e y  ,  
o b s e r v e r s ,  a n d  i s  t h e  1 1  
h a s  n o t  y e t  b e e n  f u l l y  
c a n o e s  n o w  o u t n u m b e r  
t i o n  o n  t h e  l a k e ,  a n d  4  
t h e  A l b e r t  N i l e .  T h e  c  
t h e  l a k e ,  v a s t l y  e x c e e d e  
T h e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  
p o s s i b l e  over~estimate 
t h e  y o u n g e s t  o f  w h i c h  
a n d  ( c )  c o n f i s c a t i o n  a  
a u t h o r i t i e s  u p  t o  1 9 6 9 .  
W i t h  t h e  i n c r e a s e  
a r o u n d  t h e  l a k e ,  f o r  e x :  
b u i l t  u n d e r  F i s h e r i e s  I  
n u m b e r  o f  d u g - o u t s  d u  
a n d  b y  c o n f i s c a t i o n  b y  
t y p e s  o f  c a n o e s  w i l l  m  
H u n t e r  q u o t e s  1 4 (  
a t  W a n s e k o ;  t h e  n u m b  
m u s t .  t h e r e f o r e ,  i n c l u  
W a n s e k o .  
O f  i n t e r e s t  i n  thi~ 
K a b a l e g a  c a n o e  i s  t h e  
i n  U g a n d a  a p a r t  f r o m  
b e e n  s o l d  i n  K a m p a l a  
I t  i s  n o w  o n l y  a  
a p p e a r s  f r o m  t h e  a r e a  
d e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  l i f '  
c o n t r i b u t e d  t o t a l l y  t o  t  
u p  t o  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  I '  
' - . '  ~2iU 
canoes represent almost the total production of this type of canoe in the 5 years 
between the surveys. In 1962 a similar aerial survey was carried out, but on this 
occasion the numbers of both types of canoes counted were both lower. This is 
surprising for planked canoes, as nearly all of them were on the lake where they 
should have been readily surveyed, In the case of the dug-out canoes, however, 
the difference is probably accounted for by the fact that the canoes are easily 
obscured from the air when drawn into the papyrus which covers almost 70 per 
cent of the river's surface in places, and fringes the south end of the lake. Similar 
discrepancies were revealed between aerial surveys in 1965 and 1966. The 1966 
figures, however, are thought to be quite accurate within the limits of this type 
of surveying from an aircraft. as there were 3 observers assisting in the count at 
all times. As the 1966 figures most probably represent the first accurate figures 
for canoes since dug-outs ceased being made in 1963, the total of 1,235 dug-outs 
on the lake and the Albert Nile, which is also the highest number recorded by 
any form of survey. must represent the maximum number of this type of canoe 
which operated in the area since records were first kept. Despite this, however. 
the 268 motorised planked canoes recorded in the same year had replaced the 
dug-out in importance in the commercial fisheries on the lake. It has been estim­
ated from the landings of the two types of canoe that the planked type is 3-5 
times more efficient than the dug-out. In 1966, therefore, the 786-1,310 dug­
out equivalents of the 262 planked canoes on the lake, were at least equal to, but 
probably greater than, the actual number of 818 dug-outs. Further, this dug-out 
equivalent of the planked canoes all the lake was similar to the efficiency of the 
total of 1,235 dug-outs recorded for the lake and Albert Nile. 
The 1970 survey was, for the first time, carried out by profes~ional, Irained 
observers. and is the most accurate canoe count yet made in Uganda. Thc data 
has not yet been fully analysed, but it is clear that for Lake Albe'rt the planked 
canoes now oUlnumber Ihe dug-ouls, and form 60 per cent of the canoe popula­
tion on the lake, and 43 per cent of the tolal canoes population of the lake plus 
Ihe Albert Nile. The dug-out equivalent of planked canoes-1.497 10 2,495--on 
the lake, vastly exceeded Ihe actual numbers of dug-outs slill in use. 
The considerable fall in numbers of dug-outs recorded must be due to (a) 
possible over-estimate in 1966, (b) accelerated "natural mortality" of dug-outs, 
the youngest of which are now 7-10 years old, and the majority 10-15 years old, 
and (e) confiscalion and destruction of over 200 dug-ouls by National Parks 
aulhorilies up to 1969. 
With the increase in the number of planked canoes beIng manufactured 
around the lake, for example, a lotal of 30 canoes were built in 1966, and 27 were 
built under Fisheries Department subsidies alone in 1968, and the decline in the 
number of dug-outs due to no more being produced, and the natural loss by age 
and by confiscation by the Park authorities, Ihe comparitive landings of the two 
types of canoes will now begin 10 diverge markedly from year to year in future. 
, 
Hunter quoles 140 Kabalega canoes having been built by the boat-builders 
at Wanseko; the number of 340 Kabalega canoes shown in 1970 in Lake Albert 
must, therefore, include considerable numbers manufactured elsewhere than 
Wanseko. 
Of interest in this connection is that the most popular power unit for the 
Kabalega canoe is the Archimedes A22 outboard motor. This is almost unknown 
in Uganda apart from Lake Albert, and over 1,000 of this model of engine have 
been sold in Kampala between 1954 and 1969. 
It is now only a rna tier of a few years before the dug-out eventually dis­
appears from the area with its total replacement by planked canoes, the time 
depending on the life of the exisling dug-ouls. An important feature which 
contributed totally to the success of the growth in the commercial fisheries almost 
up 10 the end of the 1960s will then have been lost. 
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m a i n l y  f r o m  1 9 5 3 .  G o v e r n m e n t  P r i n t e r ,  E n t e b b e ,  U g a n d a ,  E . A . F . F . R . O .  
S u p p l .  p u b .  3 .  1 9 .  p p .  
H U N T E R ,  J .  B . ,  1 9 6 9 - A  s u r v e y  o f  t h e  d u g - o u t  c a n o e s  o f  L a k e  A l b e r t  a n d  t h e  
A l b e r t  N i l e .  U g a n d a  J o u r n a l ,  3 3 ,  I .  
G O O D I N G ,  B .  T . ,  I  9 6 9 - - D e v e l o p m e n t  o f  d e s i g n  a n d  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  f i s h i n g  
b o a t s  i n  U g a n d a .  M i n i s t r y  o f  A n i m a l  I n d u s t r y ,  G a m e  a n d  F i s h e r i e s .  O c c .  
f - -
P a p e r s  2 ,  2 2 - 2 3 .  
"  
I  
: ' l
"  
S T O N E M A N ,  J . ,  1 9 6 5 . - P r o b l e m s  a f f e c t i n g  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  i m p r o v e d  f i s h i n g  
< I ;
c r a f t  i n  U g u n d a .  F i s h i n g  B o a t s  o f  t h e  W o r l d ,  F A G ,  1 9 6 6 ,  3 .  
"  
U g a n d a  G a m e  a n d  F i s h e r i e s  D e p a r t m e n t ,  A n n u a l  R e p o r t ,  1 9 6 2 .  G o v e r n m e n t  
I  
j
' "  
P r i n t e r ,  E n t e b b e ,  U g a n d a  p .  6 0 .  
C A D W A L l A D R ,  D .  A  a n d  S T O N E M A N ,  J . ,  1 9 6 8 - T h e  s i t i n g  a n d  r e l a t i v e  i m p o r t -
~ e n  
o §
a n c e  o f  t h e  f i s h  l a n d i n g s  o f  L a k e  A l b e r t .  U g a n d a  J o " " ' a l ,  3 2 ,  3 9 - 5 2 .  
0 :' "  
o  f - -
G R A H A M ,  A ,  I  9 7 0 - C e n s u s  o f  f i s h I n g  c a n o e s  i n  U g a n d a .  M i m e o  r e p o r t  b y  
"
8 : : : : :
' "  
W i l d l i f e  S e r v i c e s ,  N a i r o b i .  
' "  
0 : :  i :  
S T O N E M A N ,  J . ,  I Q 7 0 . - P e r s o n a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  
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TABLE.--NuMBER OF" PLANKED AND DUG-OUT CANOES RECORDED ON LAKE ALBERT 
AND ALBERT NILE BY VARIOUS SURVEY METHODS 
L.-\KE ALBERT I L.\KE ALBERT AND I ALHEHT NILE 
Year i__. I__~~r:I{·~~LE  _ 
Survey Methods/RemarksI Dug-out I Planked ! Du~~out I Planked I Dug--out I Planked 
1951----1--497-- ------- ---~----.----- -----=.-=--- -------l.icensin~ a.~()urtd la~(' ()rt~y. L.icensing com.menced on 
1952 546 -- Albert Nile for hrst tIme In 1968. It IS probable 
1953 . . 568 that O,I! all canoes were licensed, so these numbers
- 1954 .. 1 600 - - afC lower than the actual totals of the time.V> 
]955 .. 659 
1950 .. 700 
]9S7 Introduction of Kabatega canoes. 
1958 30 Production figures of boat-builders. 
1960 930 183 Aerial survey (see text). 
1962 460 126 Aerial survey (see text). 
1963 - No more dug-outs produced around lake. 
1965 520 244 (90K) 818 244 (90K) 358 Aerial :'iurvey: K =--= Kab<llega canoes. 
1966 878 262 (90K) 1,235 268 (90K) 417 6 K -'--' Kabalega canoefl. 
fI)?') 327 499 (340K) I .J4Q 32 Aerial survey by professional firm. 
